The combined dexamethasone-CRH test before and after repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation (rTMS) in major depression.
Hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenocortical (HPA) dysregulation assessed by the combined dexamethasone corticotropin releasing hormone test (DEX/CRH test) has been demonstrated to normalize after successful antidepressant pharmacotherapy. Here, we investigated whether repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation (rTMS) also leads to a normalization of HPA system activity in depressed patients. Thirty-seven medication free patients suffering from a major depressive episode (DSM-IV) underwent a DEX/CRH test before and after 13 daily sessions of left prefrontal rTMS in an open trial. There was an overshoot of CRH-induced cortisol release that was not affected by rTMS treatment. Postdexamethasone cortisol levels prior to CRH challenge decreased in responders after rTMS treatment, whereas no change of CRH-induced adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) and cortisol release in responders or nonresponders was observed. The persisting HPA system hyperactivity after rTMS suggests a high risk for relapse and therefore argues for an immediate maintenance therapy in patients responding to this treatment.